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WORDS DAN JOLIN 


king of all fantasy franchises... 


... but The Golden Compass, first part of a new 
trilogy from the same studio, means business. 


Meet the... 
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There is atheory posited by 
some physicists and cosmologists that our entire 
universe is just one of a possibly infinite number 
of parallel universes. Martin Rees, for instance, 
suggests that all these universes are clustered 
together like bubbles which form a vast foam 

of existence known as the “multiverse” — or, as 
theoretical physicist Leonard Susskind puts it, 
“megaverse’’. If true, this means that any outcome 
to any event, from the way cells divided in the 
murk of the primordial soup to what you ate for 
breakfast this morning, actually occurs in another, 
parallel reality. 

So, in one such universe-“bubble”, the 
Reformation never happened, the world is ruled 
by an oppressive Catholic institution known as 
The Magisterium, the Arctic is roamed by talking, 
armour-clad polar bears with opposable thumbs, 
and every human being’s “soul” is manifested in 
animal form, known as a “daemon” (pronounced 
“demon’’), This is the universe of The Golden 
Compass, as fans of the writings of Philip Pullman 
—himself a keen subscriber to the multiverse 
theory —will instantly recognise. 

Meanwhile, in some other, more proximate 












universe, there’s a world very much like our own 
where Pullman’s Northern Lights (the original 
published title of The Golden Compass) has been 
made into a movie at New Line studios as the first 
instalment in a possible film trilogy that the studio 
hopes will reap the same immense box-office as 
its The Lord Of The Rings films. Only the director 
is, bizarrely, Anand Tucker (Hilary And Jackie, 
Shopgirl), who, after getting the gig over the likes 
of Sam Mendes and Ridley Scott, didn’tleave the 
project in 2006 citing creative differences. 

Yet, as unlikely an alternate director as Tucker 
seems, that’s on the surface at least no morea 
strange reality than the one we do happen to 
inhabit, in which, at the helm of this huge-budget, 
FX-intense, massively broad-scoped sci-fi/ 
fantasy-franchise launcher, stands... 

One of the guys who made American Pie. 
When, towards the end of 
principal photography, Empire observes Saad, 
director Chris Weitz at work on Shepperton’s 
H Stage, he doesn’t particularly strike us as a 
man who’s wandered in from the wrong universe 
~even if he is helming for the first time without 
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Dakota Blue Richards 
as Lyra Belacqua. 


his brother Paul. His dark, hawkish features give 
him an air of focus that’s appropriate for a man of 
such surprising intellectual depth. (Years before 
filming Jason Biggs slipping his penis into warm 
pastry, Weitz studied 17th century literature at 
Trinity College, Cambridge.) He may feel the 
weight of expectation exerted on his adaptation, 
but as he oversees an emotional farewell between 
his lead human actor, 12-year-old newcomer 
Dakota Blue Richards as pint-sized adventuress 
Lyra Belacqua, and lead CG-creation, gruff 
armoured bear Iorek Byrnison — here represented 
by something that looks like a trebuchet with 

a bear’s head — it’s clear he’s comfortable with 
calling the shots on a much larger stage. 

“Well, of course, the clear intro for the short 
news pieces on this movie has always been: 
‘From the guy who brought you pie-fucking’,” 
Weitz notes wryly when we meet again some 
nine months later, sheltering from a very furious, 
very English rainstorm in a Soho café. “Or: 
‘Inexperienced and possibly totally unqualified 
director takes on extremely-difficult-to-make 
movie — will he screw up?” Empire admits that 
Weitz’s unorthodox, pie-to-polar bear career 
curve is something of a gift to a film writer. 
“Yeah, I get that angle,” he sighs, before sipping 
a much-needed cappuccino. “But I feel a bit 
more qualified than I’ve been given credit for, 
just because at the heart of it this is a literary 
adaptation — albeit with a lot of bells and whistles 
—so to me it’s kind of like what my brother and I 
did with About A Boy. It’s about being true to the 
spirit of a book that I love.” 

With only four weeks to go, Weitz is currently 
striving to complete his mammoth task in 
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The Golden Compass 






















“T talked with Philip [Pullman] on a fairly 
regular basis to suss out whether what I had in 
mind made sense for his work.” Chris Weitz 


Co The Golden 
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London, and his exhaustion is evident. Yet, 

when Empire later observes him in the edit suite, 
discussing a few troublesome studio notes with 
his editor Peter Honess and VFX supervisor Mike 
Fink, the atmosphere is relaxed, Weitz himself 
calm and thoughtful. In fact, he displays outright 
energy and almost boyish enthusiasm. Having 
walked over to a screening room to look over 
some CG effects shots and determine what final 
tweaks are required to all the virtual animal fur 
(they all look pretty finished to Empire’s untrained 
eye), he at one point becomes so impressed with 
the attention to detail that he springs ups from his 
couch and cries to the gathered VFX crew, “You 
guys rock! You’re saving my ass!” 

Weitz has been running on that energy for 
some time now. He first read Philip Pullman’s 
His Dark Materials trilogy, of which The 
Golden Compass is part one, seven years ago, 
PYeRelCO Gl R MIT ME RMMIETTNTI eRe mnials 
imagination, daring and intelligence”. One of 
the main reasons Weitz connected with it was 
that, during his university studies, he fell for the 
17th century poet John Milton, a major influence 
on Pullman’s books. “They’re not only inspired 
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by Milton, but by a specific passage in Milton,” 
Weitz explains, eyes a-gleam. “I mean, ‘his dark 
materials’ is this rather beautiful idea that God 
kind of left all these spare bits lying around and 
that, for all we know, there are other universes. 
And Pullman meshes that with string theory 
and theoretical physics stuff — not to mention 
Gnostic philosophy — which I am also really 
interested in.” 

New Line was clearly convinced that Weitz, 
however unlikely, was the right man for the job 
— the studio even rejected an adaptation they’d 
commissioned from no less a talent than Sir 
Tom Stoppard and asked Weitz to “start from 
scratch”. (Weitz, a fan of Stoppard, deliberately 
chose not to read that first script, “lest I 
subconsciously poach things from him”.) 

What followed has been documented in 
previous Empires, but to summarise: Weitz 
delivered his script, understandably got cold feet 
about directing himself and the gig passed to 
Tucker. “I told them I thought Anand would do 
a great job, they disagreed, they let him go and 
asked me to come back,” says Weitz. 

Philip Pullman has made himself available 
to Weitz throughout the production, while 
respectfully keeping his distance from the 
adapted material. “I talked with Philip on a fairly 
regular basis,” Weitz says, “to suss out whether 


what I had in mind made sense for his work. 
He’s very adaptable and gracious about his stuff 


being adapted; he can recognise the difference 
between different media and genres; he’s not 
precious about the details of his work but he’s 


very protective of the spirit of his work — and he 
should be!” 
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The Golden Compass agree that the key element 
in ensuring that the movie keep to the spirit of the 
book is the character of Lyra. While the second 
and third novels (The Subtle Knife and The Amber 
Spyglass) bring in other characters and play out 

in different areas of the multiverse, including our 
own world, the first is very much the story of this 
wild, bold and deceptive urchin who embarks 

on a journey to rescue her friend Roger from the 
clutches of a mysterious child-snatching group 
known as the Gobblers. Along the way she 
discovers some shocking truths about her uncle, 
the scientific explorer Lord Asriel (Daniel Craig) 
and the enigmatic Mrs Coulter (Nicole Kidman), 
who early on appoints herself as Lyra’s mentor. 
Not only that, it’s suggested that she also has a 
rather mindblowing destiny: to bring an end to 

er aT INA 

It was agreed that Lyra would have to be 
played by an unknown, and Weitz was adamant 
that she be the right age and British. Four open- 
call sites were established in Cambridge, Oxford, 
Exeter and Kendal in April, 2006, and more than 
10,000 girls turned up. The selection process was 
gruelling. “You have to put them through a bit of 
an obstacle course,” says Weitz, “which isn’t a lot 
of fun.” 

Throughout, Pullman was keen to know how 
the quest for Lyra was going. “He kept calling 
me,” says producer Deborah Forte. “So I said to 
the casting agent, ‘Just send him the DVD with 
the 40 kids that we selected from Cambridge. I 
mean, it’s gonna take weeks to go through them 
and we have three other locations, so that’ll keep 
him busy for a while.’ Philip called me 48 hours 
later and said, ‘It’s one of two girls.’ And one of 
them was Dakota Blue Richards. We continued 
looking for another month, making sure we’d 
turned over every stone, but he knew all along that 
he wanted Dakota.” | 

For Weitz, Forte and Pullman, Richards was 
a perfect personality match for Lyra. “It was 
important that it be someone who really had a 
great sense of spirit and defiance,” says Weitz, 
“and Dakota is a very strong-willed young lady 
who knows what she thinks, and that helps a lot.” 

While Richards herself agrees that “I’m quite 
like Lyra in some ways”, she puts her success in 
the selection process down to something different: 
“Mum told me not to brush my hair that day 
because Lyra is always so wild and looks like she’s 
been scavenging around or something. Maybe 
that is why they chose me...” 

TRS CRONE Ne Comrie ial 
the multiverse where the pristine, menacing 
Mrs Coulter is played by anyone other than 
Nicole Kidman. Pullman, who’s been vocal in 
the past about his ideal casting choices (he once 
announced he’d like to see Jason Isaacs as Asriel 
and Samuel L Jackson as Texan aeronaut Lee 


Scoresby — the latter role in the end taken by Sam 
Elliott), said from the start that the only person he 


could see in the role was Kidman. 
“I first heard about Philip Pullman’s books 

when I was working on Birth,” says Kidman, “and 

one of the producers told me they’d acquired 

the rights and that the author was sending me 
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a dream when reading [the books] that 
T rang up and said, ‘What's 








autographed copies of the three books because 
he didn’t want anyone to play Mrs Coulter but 
me.” She read and enjoyed the trilogy, but when 
MVGleAl eects min R REEL Mm am INiity 
response was to refuse. “The thing for me is that 
she’s a villain and my thrust a lot of the time is 
that I don’t mind playing characters that are 
complicated, but at this stage in my life now I’m 
looking to do things that are much more warm 
and fuzzy.” Yet, with a bit of persuasion from 
Pullman himself (“He wrote me a gorgeous 
letter’”’) she talked herself into it, reasoning that 
it would be cathartic to do something she’d 
originally resisted. 

Daniel Craig — who Kidman says she 
recommended “as one of the best actors of his 
generation” after they “clicked” on sci-fi train 
wreck The Invasion— required no persuasion. 

A self-proclaimed fan of the books, he says, 

“T had this dream while reading them that I’d 
play this part, but it never came up. And then 

the production was delayed and it worked out 
perfectly because I’d just finished Bond. So I rang 
them up and said, ‘What’s happening with it?” 





film, The Golden Compass doesn’t look like a 
fantasy film, he beams. “Great!” he cries. “God, I 
might use that. Can I write that down?” 

Empire’s own tour of the Shepperton sets on 
this cold January day towards the shoot’s end 
reveals a world vastly different from the misty. 








rough-hewn landscapes of Jackson’s Rings trilogy. 
or even the crisp, preternaturally Christmassy 
otherworld of Andrew Adamson’s Narnia. We 
find ourselves, for example, standing in Mrs 
Coulter’s London chambers, which exhibit the 
Neo eeu reoi Rel ack) Mr-lumeCeee MRT KTM en 
the disturbing oil portrait of a frosty-eyed Kidman 
caressing a malevolent golden monkey (Coulter’s 
daemon), we could be standing in the room of a 
swish 1920s boutique hotel. Prop-master Barry 
Gibbs later proudly shows us a “spirit projector” 
from one of the film’s early scenes, this being 

an intricate, highly polished brass contraption 
that Gibbs constructed from scratch using the 
production’s own forge. Then a journey toa 
stunt-stage filled with crash mats reveals a system 
of pulleys and cables whereby the actors playing 
the witches — in Lyra’s world a race of ageless, 
flying, bow-wielding women led by Eva Green’s 
Serafina Pekkala — take to the air. Here we’re also 
given an ear-splitting demonstration of the film’s 
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historically obscure collection of antique firearms 
from ornate Victorian carbines, to a hefty seven- 
barrelled rifle, to the kind of six-shooter you’d 
expect to find in a Western. 

“We wanted to hybridise things,” explains 
Weitz. “Like, I knew we didn’t want to reinvent 
the gun. We didn’t want steam cannons and 
steam rifles. Pullman isn’t really about the visual 
specifics and details of his world. He’s not like 
Tolkien in that, you know, Tolkien probably had 
in his mind the design of what the elvish codpiece 
of the Third Age looked like or something. 
Pullman’s not a world-builder in that sense. 

He did at first say, ‘Yes, I suppose the look is 
steampunk’, but that’s been done before in the 
likes of The League Of Extraordinary Gentlemen 
and Van Helsing. So our rule was that we would 
steal from any period and any look that felt good 
to us. There are elements that are really quite sci-fi 
— for instance, there’s a carriage which looks like 
this crazy gyroscopic thing — but somehow that 
fits with the beautiful, hand-made 19th century 
rifle that Asriel carries.” 

The imperative to maintain an utterly fresh 
aesthetic atmosphere extends right through 
to the visual effects, and The Golden Compass 
won't exactly be light on those, whether they’re 
rendering production designer Dennis Gassner’s 
“metal-and-glass” vision of London, an entire 
armoured bear-on-armoured bear battle, or 
virtually every daemon featured in the story, 
including those of the children, which shapeshift 
constantly. 

“This couldn’t be more different to The Lord 
Of The Rings or Narnia,” insists Weitz. “Philip 
Pullman’s vision is unique. The main challenge 
was to imbue humanity and spirit into these 
special effects. We’re not trying to wow people 
with the biggest explosion or try and create 15,000 
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Orcs or what have you. Take the daemons: it’s 
very important that these creatures in this film 
represent each person’s soul, and are acted in 
concert with what our human actors are doing.” 
This, as you’d expect, proved challenging for 
the actors, too. “To see Nicole Kidman acting 
opposite her soul, her soul’s embodiment, which 
[on set] looks like a Schmoo hanging from a fishing 
rod is a really impressive thing to behold!” he 
laughs. 

With pricey fx-shots in every scene, not to 
mention two of Hollywood’s hottest actors 
in the cast, Weitz is playing with alot of New 
Line’s money. “A hundred and eighty million 
dollars,” he says, ignoring the unwritten rule that 
filmmakers should never talk money, even ball- 
park figures. “It’s a big buck— you could actually 
make a ball park for that...” 





stake, New Line is clearly highly protective of its 
investment. Hence the very deliberate marketing 
of The Golden Compassas the “follow-up” to 

The Lord Of The Rings. (Although Weitz states 
that that was actually his idea: “They’re totally 
different but it’s obvious that they operate on 

the same kind of scale, from the intimate to the 
cosmic — in fact, His Dark Materials is even more 
cosmic than The Lord Of The Rings.”) Still, he 
has been forced to compromise at points. While 
sitting on the couch during the VFX finalising, 

he bemoans the fact that he had to lose a shot of 
Gyptian ship the Noorderlicht where the virtual 
camera swings upside-down because the studio 
deemed it “too confusing”. He even had to make 
some casting changes. Originally, he’d cast Nonso 
Anozie as the voice of bear-king lorek Byrnison, 
but New Line decided it would prefer a “name” in 
the role, and brought in none other than Gandalf. 
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Lyra Belacqua: saves 
universe, needs to learn 
table manners. 
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“Letting go of Nonso, who is one of the 
most promising and soulful young actors I have 
encountered in England, was one of the most 
painful experiences on this movie for me,” says 
Weitz. “But if you’re gonna change it to anybody, 
you wanna change it to lan McKellen. You know, 
in something like this you win some and lose 
some. I think even Peter Jackson won some and 
lost some. But Peter was in New Zealand and it 
was harder to get to him...” 

New Line must also be well aware that 
ESM PA EVO bmRel em eat ier RR ars eye 
potentially raises its own problems. His Dark 
Materials is well-known for its overriding anti- 
religious sentiment, and Pullman is unafraid to 
describe himself as an atheist — he’s even gone on 
record attacking C.S. Lewis’s Narnia books, to 
which his own have been contrasted, as “a peevish 
SCR MEO eB Reamer Toate ity ay 
prejudice”. Even though the specific knocking 
of organised religion doesn’t become overt until 
the second and third books, the first does set 
up the church of Lyra’s world as a tyrannical 
institution which is willing to perform atrocities 
to maintain its stranglehold on society. Not 
something, you’d imagine, that would play well 
in those fervently Christian American hotbeds 
which helped turn the likes of The Lion, The Witch 
And The Wardrobe and The Passion Of The Christ 
into such hits. And it’s hard to imagine any film 
studio releasing a blockbuster that will brazenly 
invite backlash from any significant domestic 
demographic. 

Weitz, naturally, is all-too-well aware of this. 
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“The pressure vis-d-vis the domestic market is 
really financial, in terms of actually just making a 
movie that enough people are going to want to go 
and see. Because, obviously, as you can tell, my 
interest in the books is with all their wonderful 
intellectual content. The fans will want to kill me 
for two things: if I don’t capture the sense of the 
world, and if they feel I’ve betrayed the intellectual 
conceit of the books. 

Weg Biirieles Maem cone) culled tutes 
art film ever,” he laughs. “And in some ways 
they'd be glad if the whole religious thing just 
never happened. But that’s not the way I wanna 
do it.” However, Weitz has already been accused 
of soft-pedalling the books’ atheistic tendencies. 
“Yeah, unfortunately, early on, I gave an 
interview in which I said what I thought were 
SOUS EMMA OeRRO A Teele Mt REST 1 0) [ete 
and was dragged over the coals for it. But here 
is my honest answer to this: first of all, I think 
the people who see Pullman’s work as a kind 
of atheist fantasy are wrong. I think it’s terribly 
spiritual. I think that Pullman has major problems 
with any form of organised oppression, be it a 
church hierarchy or Soviet rule. I have taken great 
pains to interweave those elements so that those 
people who read Pullman for his philosophical 
content will be satisfied, if they’re willing to look 
carefully. I’m playing a game. I’m walking a fine 
line. And I think I’ve walked it. I have no intention 
of deliberately insulting or offending anyone or 
their beliefs. That said, okay, so there’s a risk. But 
I don’t think people in the States are gonna lose 
their minds over this quite as much as one might 
think.” 

While showing confidence that they will 
eventually return to film The Subtle Knife and The 
Amber Spyglass, no one involved is sure that’s a 
definite. Unlike The Lord Of The Rings, which the 
studio funded as a whole package then chopped 
into three releases, The Golden Compass has no 
locked-in sequels, and no footage for further 
movies has yet been shot. Although... 

“What was going to be the end of this 
movie will now be the beginning of the second 
movie,” Weitz reveals. “It leaves us with a better 
cliffhanger on the first movie, and it also kind of 
allows us to make the first book’s end the inciting 
incident of the second movie. That was a tough 
decision to make — theoretically the fans could 
CUCINA ice mae lm ene cpat imeem rons (ian 

So it would seem that, assuming Pullman’s 
boldly singular vision doesn’t prove too 
perplexing for a mass audience, and the phantom 
flames of controversy don’t completely burn the 
profits, we are being primed for sequels. But will 
Weitz —who admits that on every film he’s ever 
done he’s thought, I’m never gonna direct a movie 
again — return? “I have the first shot at it if New 
Line wants me,” he says. “Frankly it’s up to them. 
UBT aK Suma Oren CoM Crea TACT fen (ere 
the experience of working with me or not. But first 
of all people have to decide whether they want to 
go and see this film!” 


» The Golden Compass is released on 
December 26 and will be reviewed in a future 
0 
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